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Introduction

The Polar cap, covered with five million square miles of ice up to 35 feet thick, is a forbidding region,
often with howling blizzards and surface temperatures to 60°F below zero. The bones of many explorers litter the
Arctic wastes following failed attempts to reach the North Pole. It was not until April 6, 1909, that Commander
Robert E. Peary and Eskimo Matthew Henson, journeying overland with four other Eskimos, were able to reach
the North Pole. On May 9, 1926 Lieutenant Commander Richard E. Byrd was first to fly over the North Pole. In
1931, explorers Sir Hubert Wilkins and Lincoln Ellsworth attempted to cross the Arctic Ocean in an ex-Navy
submarine named NAUTILUS. The expedition did not succeed, but sowed the seeds for future Polar explorations
by submarine.

Commencing in 1946, U.S. Navy submarines sailed north to the edges of the ice pack, but the vastness of
the cap and limitations of the submarines permitted only brief forays under ice. The propulsive power to conquer
a sea route to the North Pole was born with USS NAUTILUS SSN-571, world's first nudear powered submarine.
In August, 1958, she made history by transiting from the Pacific to the Atlantic Ocean via the North Pole. Nine
days later, USS SKATE SSN-578, entering the Arctic Ocean from the Atlantic, repeated the feat and, the following
year, became the first submarine to actually surface at the North Pole. Since then, submarines of three nations -
United States, Great Britain and Soÿet Union, now Russia - have more or less routinely operated in the Arctic
Ocean often visiting the North Pole.

This data sheet provides a summary philatelic history of unclassified submarine operations in polar
waters in three sections:

1. US Navy nuclear powered submarine operations in the Arctic,
2. Foreign navy nuclear powered operations in the Arctic
3. US Navy diesel electric submarine operations in polar waters.
The extreme secrecy of its government precludes listing any but the first Soviet nuclear submarine

achievement of the North Pole.
Submarine Arctic operations, with singular exception, are classified or closely held with a Navy press

release following the operation providing minimal details. Fortunately, many submarines prepared cacheted
and/or postmarked covers to document their voyages but these were distributed mostly to crews or sent to senior
navy and government officials. Also fortunately, scientists of the Arctic Submarine Laboratory cooperated with
collectors to provide a small quantity of covers for the trips usually mailed within days or weeks of the
completion of the operation. Mail from those operations which are documented is elusive to extremely scarce in
all but a selected few cases. Covers occasionally come on the market place in dealer's boxes and, more recently, in
eBay auctions.

Format
The data sheet lists ship name, dates of operation and associated units, North Pole attainment with dates

in parenthesis, cover postmark and cachet information. A summary of the operation follows each listing
including pertinent details on covers known for the operation as wel! as amplifying information on quantity,
cancel and cachet designer if known.

Information in the summary comments has been compiled from personal files maintained by the author
including Navy Department records to which he had access, press releases, newspaper reports, personal
comments or discussions with Commanding Officers or others involved in the operations, questionnaires sent to
the submarines following an operation and covers or photo copies provided by interested collectors. The



philatelic information in the summaries was, for the most part, obtained from these personal contacts and

inquiries to the individual submarines.
Illustrations are included for ship sponsored cachets and cancels, cachets provided by collectors or for

cachets not identifiable as to sponsor. As a general rule OSC are not illustrated.

Abbreviations
APLIS - Applied Physics Laboratory Ice Station
ASL or ARCSUBLAB - Arctic Submarine Laboratory
Cachets: cptr - computer; ht - hand tinted
Cancels: hc - hand cancel; mc - machine cancel

CNO - Chief of Naval Operations
HMS - Her Majesty's Ship
Icex - Ice Exercise

Lant - Atlantic
NP - North Pole

Ops - operations
OSC - official ship cachet
Pac - Pacific
PO - Post Office

Pr - printed
RSC - rubber stamp cachet
Scicex - Science Ice Exercise

Sub - Submarine (also used as a prefix)
UK - United Kingdom
USPS - United States Postal Service
USS (United States Ship) is not used preceding the ship name as not needed.
w/with; w/o without

Cancels are classified by the USCS Locy System (revised).
Dates at the NP are as reported by the ships or recorded by the Arctic Sub Lab riders. Some ships used their local
(home port) time, others used Greenwich Meridian Time (GMT) (Z); ARCSUBLAB riders invariably used GMT.
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